One  Hundred  Years  AgOy  On  October  21^ 
1839,  The  Linsingston  County  Circuit  Court, 
A  Point  On  The  Lincoln  Circuit,  Convened 
At  Pontiac  Jor  The  Jirst  Time. 


Old  Livingston  County  Court  House 
Formerly  cAt  Pontiac 
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Lincoln  Nat’l  Life  Foundation 
Port  Wayne  Indiana 


On  ffl)cto6et  21,  1839,  tCfte  iLfti» 
in00ton  Count?  CftcuU  Coutt, 


a  Point  ffl>n  Cftc  Lincoln  Citcuft, 
Conocncti  at  Pontiac  jFot  Cftc 
jFtm  Ctme. 


’3Fiir  tlfr  b«0inttin9fi  iif  all  tbtnga  ar»  smaU» 

(CUrro. 


'T'he  second  swing  around  the  circuit  in  the 
history  of  the  Eighth  Judicial  District  be¬ 
gan  in  the  fall  of  1839.  For  the  most  part  it 
was  a  repetition  of  the  spring  calendar,  except 
for  a  few  counties  whose  newness  ,  did  not  de¬ 
mand  the  circuit  session  in  the  spring.  The 
Eighth  Circuit  as  originally  created,  consisted 
of  the  counties  of  Sangamon,  Menard,  Logan, 
Tazewell,  McLean,  Livingston,  DeWitt,  Macon 
and  Christian.  Prior  to  the  organization  of  the 
Eighth  Circuit,  Sangamon,  Tazewell,  McLean, 
Macon  and  Livingston  were  incorporated  in  the 
First  Circuit  and  here  Abraham  Lincolh  began 
his  legal  career  in  1837.  He  is  known  to  have 
practiced  in  all  of  the  counties  on  the  First 
Circuit  with  the  exception  of  Livingston.  The 
organization  of  the  Eighth  Circuit  was  mainly 
due  to  the  genesis  of  four  new  counties  in  cen¬ 
tral  Illinois;  Menard,  Logan,  DeWitt  and 
Christian.  The  spring  terms,  as  we  have  already 
seen,  had  included  Menard  and  Logan,  and  the 
fall  terms  were  extended  to  include  Livingston, 
DeWitt  and  Christian. 


Ini  the  case  of  Livingston  County  we  have  an 
interesting  and  rare  study.  Livingston  County 
was  brought  into  being  on  February  27,  1837, 
taking  its  name  from  Edward  Livingston,  the 
great  jurist  and  statesman  who  had  died  in 
1836.  The  county  consisted  of  a  large  tract  of 
land  very  sparsely  populated.  It  remains  today 
the  fourth  largest  of  Illinois’  102  counties.  Its 
population  was  so  meager  that  little  county  busi¬ 
ness  was  transacted  and  very  little  litigation  re¬ 
sulted.  As  late  as  1847,  Pontiac  is  said  to  have 
had  no  more  than  five  houses  and  active  settle¬ 
ment  did  not  begin  until  the  railroad  came 


I 


through  in  1854.  So  the  county  was  two  and  a 
half  years  old  before  the  circuit  court  held  its 
first  session.  It  was  held  in  some  private  struc¬ 
ture  in  Pontiac  on  October  21,  1839,  a  court 
house  not  having  been  provided  as  yet. 

It  is  doubtful  whether  Lincoln  was  in  attend¬ 
ance  at  the  first  term  although  he  is  known  to 
have  visited  the  county  seat  on  later  occasions. 
The  lack  of  legal  business  and  the  remoteness 
of  the  county  from  the  heart  of  the  circuit  were 
I  probable  causes  for  Lincoln’s  inattention.  Yet 
he  did  enjoy  some  business  in  the  forties  and  no 
doubt  made  periodic  appearances  at  the  county 
seat. 


The  first  court  house  was  erected  during  the 
1  winter  and  spring  of  1839-1840  and  it  was  of 
the  log  type  usually  decided  upon  by  newly 
created  counties.  This  log  court  house  served 
the  county  until  1857,  long  after  most  Illinois 
counties  had  rejected  the  log  court  houses  for 
the  more  dignified  and  pretentious  cupola  top¬ 
ped  Greek  Revival  and  Tobacco  Barn  types. 

The  conventional  Lincoln  Circuit  Marker  usu¬ 
ally  found  at  all  the  county  seats  on  the  cir¬ 
cuit  is  not  in  evidence  at  Pontiac,  yet  tradition 
clings  to  the  plausibility  that  Lincoln  practiced 
I  law  here,  too.  - 

!  Theodore  S.  Charrney 

^  The  cachet  symbolic  of  this  event  is  a  representative 
I  picture  of  the  Log  Court  House  that  stood  at  Pontiac  and 
served  the  county  from  1839  to  1857.  Prepared  by  the 
I  POOR  RICHARD  PRESS,  5053  Montana  Street,  Chicago, 

^  Illinois. 


